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Negative affixes in English, French and Italian:  

A corpus-based contrastive approach 

1. Purpose of the visit 

The aim of our project, which is situated in the under-researched field of contrastive word-formation 

(Lefer & Cartoni 2011, Lefer 2011), is to provide a cross-linguistic description of the use of negative 

affixation in three European languages, namely English, French and Italian (i.e. the English de-, dis-, 

in-, non-, un- and -less and their French and Italian equivalents). We will achieve this goal by using 

trilingual corpus data, and more specifically translation corpus data.  

Contrastive word-formation studies are relatively few and far between and, interestingly, they very 

rarely rely on corpus data. In this project, which takes stock of recent advances in corpus-based 

contrastive linguistics, the Europarl translation corpus (Koehn 2005) is used with a view to 

uncovering the main similarities and differences between negative affixes in the three languages 

investigated. The English-to-French and English-to-Italian translation data extracted from a 9-million-

word corpus have been broadly examined in Cartoni & Lefer (2011), bringing to light many 

interesting cross-linguistic contrasts that are still largely unaccounted for at this stage. It appears, for 

example, that only a minority of English un-X-ed adjectives, where X is the verbal base of the 

derivative, have prefixed equivalents in French and Italian. The translation data also make it possible 

to unearth the major devices used to convey negation in each language (not only morphologically but 

lexically and syntactically as well).  

In addition to its descriptive objectives, the project ultimately aims at feeding an existing online 

multilingual database of word-forming elements, Mulexfor, which is available in the form of a 

prototype.
1
  

The aim of our short visit (which lasted 5 days) was two-fold: (1) analysing in more detail the Europarl 

English-to-French and English-to-Italian data sets; (2) implementing Cartoni & Lefer’s (2011) results in 

the Mulexfor multilingual database of word-forming elements.  

2. Description of the work carried out during the visit 

The following work was carried out during the visit: 

� Implementation of Cartoni & Lefer’s (2011) results in the Mulexfor database 

 

� The findings described in Cartoni & Lefer (2011) have been implemented in the Mulexfor 

database. Concretely, trilingual corpus data was used to inform the content of the entries of 

the English negative affixes de-, dis-, in-, un- and -less. This implementation step required the 

semantic annotation of the data (using the following semantic categories: contradictory and 

contrary negation, privation, reversal and removal) as well as the semantic disambiguation of 

the un- and dis- data sets. Two types of French and Italian equivalents were inserted in the 

trilingual entries: (i) morphological equivalents of English negative affixes and (ii) multiword 

patterns and paraphrases that are frequently used in French and Italian to render English 

negative affixes (so-called ‘non-morphological equivalents’) (e.g. EN it resulted from the 

inexperience of the German authorities vs FR c’était dû au manque d’expérience des autorités 

allemandes). This is illustrated in Figure 1 below. We also added contextualised examples 

taken from Europarl, as shown in Figure 2.  

                                                           
1
 https://sites.google.com/site/mulexfor/ 
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Figure 1: Corpus-informed un-entry in Mulexfor 

 

 
Figure 2: Contextualised examples in Mulexfor: the case of -less 

 

 

� Analysis of un-derivatives with 3 or more occurrences and their French equivalents 

 

� In Cartoni & Lefer (2011), which is based on the analysis of hapaxes legomena (1 occurrence 

in the corpus) and hapaxes dislegomena (2 occurrences), we assumed that (i) in order to 

investigate the translation patterns of affixes in an electronic corpus and uncover cross-

linguistic contrasts, it is advisable to focus on hapaxes (dis)legomena and (ii) high-frequency 

derivatives tend to be translated into a very limited number of equivalents in the target 

languages, and are consequently of little morphological interest. During the short visit, we 

wanted to test whether there was indeed a link between the frequency of derivatives and 

the number of different equivalents they correspond to in the target languages. In order to 
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test this, we analysed all the un-words (whether frequent or not) in a 3-million-word Europarl 

subcorpus (1996-1999), where English is clearly identified as the source language and French 

and Italian as target languages (see Cartoni & Meyer 2012). We also categorised the French 

equivalents of the English un-tokens (using the following three categories: prefixed word, 

simplex word and paraphrase). A total of 2059 un-tokens and their French translation 

equivalents were analysed.  

 

� Extraction and preliminary analysis of un-derivatives in English target texts translated from 

French, Italian (and German) 

 

� In a second step of our work, we extracted and performed a preliminary analysis of the un-

words contained in English target texts translated from French, Italian and German (each 

subcorpus contains ca 2 million words in total). Our ultimate objective here is two-fold: (1) 

determine whether the use of English un-words is different in translated English from original 

English, (2) find out whether the source language (French, Italian or German) plays a role on 

the use of un-words in English translated texts. More particularly, we would like to test 

whether English un-X-ed words, which have been shown to rarely have prefixed equivalents 

in French and Italian (Cartoni & Lefer 2011), are under-used in English texts translated from 

these two languages (cf. Tirkkonen-Condit’s 2004 ‘Unique Items’ Hypothesis).  

3. Description of the main results obtained 

� Five trilingual affix entries have been enriched with the help of corpus data. The implementation 

step in Mulexfor showed that translation corpora can help lexicographers: 

 

� Identify correspondences between derivational affixes and their target language 

morphological equivalents; 

� Uncover systematic paraphrase patterns in cases of marked cross-linguistic differences; 

� Select authentic examples. 

 

� Study on the un-words in original English and their equivalents in translated French 

 

� The results indicate that high-frequency un-derivatives in Europarl (e.g. unable) display a 

large number of possible equivalents in French (20 different equivalents out of 77 

occurrences of unable, such as incapable, ne pas pouvoir, ne pas être en mesure, ne pas 

savoir, ne pas avoir la possibilité de). Similar examples include: unfair (51 tokens, 10 French 

translation equivalents), uncertainty (38 tokens, 11 equivalents), undoubtedly (28 tokens, 12 

equivalents), undemocratic (14 tokens, 6 equivalents), unfamiliar (8 tokens, 7 equivalents), 

etc. It might therefore be concluded that contrastive word-formation studies based on 

translation corpora should not be restricted to hapaxes (dis)legomena, as this can obscure 

important translation patterns. It still needs to be determined whether these higher-

frequency derivatives and their equivalents can be used to shed some new light on cross-

linguistic morphological contrasts. In any case, they undoubtedly help understand 

translation-related lexical phenomena such as the diverging polysemy and the partial 

phraseological equivalence of derivatives cross-linguistically (see Lefer in preparation).  

 

� Study on the un-words in translated English 

 

� The data show that un-words are more frequent in English target texts translated from Italian 

(198 un-tokens per 100,000 words), French (197 un-tokens per 100,000 words) and German 

(179 un-tokens per 100,000 words) than in original English texts (149 un-tokens per 100,000 
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words). Interestingly, we observe a (slightly) lower type-token ratio in translated English 

(0.13 on average) than in original English (0.16), indicating that translators resort to a rather 

limited range of different un-lexemes compared to original English. This trend ties in with 

research on translation universals, which has shown that translated language tends to be 

lexically poorer than non-translated, original language (‘lexical simplification’; see Baker 

1995).  

4. Future collaboration with host institution 

The short visit has made it possible to extract new data sets and start analyzing them. The following 

analyses now need to be carried out: 

� Un-words in original English and their equivalents in translated French & Italian 

 

� Analyse the Italian translations and draw general conclusions on the basis of the full data set; 

� Compare the equivalents of the high-frequency un-words in the corpus and in English-French 

(and English-Italian) bilingual dictionaries. If the majority of equivalents are listed in 

dictionaries, it would probably be advisable to use lexicographic data rather than corpus data 

to examine the translation patterns of these derivatives. 

 

� Un-words in translated English 

 

� Analyse the items in French and Italian source texts that led to the use of un-words in 

translated English (prefixed words, non-prefixed words, multiword patterns, etc.) to refine 

the description of the cross-linguistic overlap of English, French and Italian negative affixes 

sketched in Cartoni & Lefer (2011);  

� Investigate the un-X-ed pattern, which is expected to be less frequent in English translated 

from French or Italian, as there are very few corresponding prefixed words in these two 

languages. English data translated from original German texts will also be examined 

(German, like English, is a Germanic language, whereas French and Italian and Romance 

languages).  

These further analyses will be carried out in collaboration with Bruno Cartoni (University of Geneva). 

 

5. Projected publications/articles resulting or to result from your grant 

We plan two publications in scientific journals (probably in early 2013): 

� Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic Theory (methodological and theoretical aspects central to the 

analysis of prefixed words in translation corpora, e.g. influence of the frequency threshold and 

the corresponding translation patterns); 

 

� Meta (study of un-words in original and translated English, impact of the source language on the 

use of derivatives in target texts, under-use of un-X-ed derivatives in English translated from 

French, Italian and/or German).  
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